Immunocytochemical localization of cathepsins B, H, and L in the rat gastro-duodenal mucosa.
Cathepsins B, H, and L are representative cysteine proteinases in lysosomes of a large variety of cells. Previous immunochemical studies indicated the presence of these enzymes also in the gastrointestinal wall. Using specific antisera, the cellular and subcellular distribution of cathepsins B, H, and L in rat gastric (oxyntic and pyloric part) and duodenal mucosa was investigated by light and electron microscopical immunocytochemistry. The subtypes of cathepsins were distributed differently in the cellular constituents of the epithelia: Cathepsin B was localized to lysosomes of all cells except goblet cells. Cathepsin H was found predominantly in gastric parietal cells (lysosomes) and in secretion granules of pyloric gastrin and duodenal cholecystokinin cells. Cathepsin L immunoreactivities were weak and restricted to a minority of cells (gastric mucous cells, enterocytes). Interstitial cells of the lamina propria immunoreactive for cathepsins H and L were identified as macrophages. The present findings suggest a dual function of cathepsins in the gastro-duodenal mucosa. They (1) cleave enzymatically proteins and peptides ingested in lysosomes, and (2) they may be involved in the processing of biologically active peptides (enteric hormones) from their precursor proteins.